Wilf Hey and his cat 
investigate the latest 
topics from his mailbag, 
including nitpickers, 
disbelievers and 
BATmania — and they 
still find time for a quick 
quiz that some may call a 
trivial pursuit. 


who invented the catflap. Having 

such venerable connections with the 
world’s greatest ever scientist, it’s not 
surprising that the average moggy is 
scientifically curious about everything. 

My cat Claude often sits where he 

can watch my monitor, and yesterday I 
caught him standing on my chair and 


I t was Sir Isaac Newton, it seems, 


pawing at the keyboard. Believe it or 
not, he even knows how to activate a 
rocker switch, so I have had to resort to 
camouflage to prevent him actually 
turning my PC on. 

But what if I have to leave the 
computer while it is switched on? I’m 
seriously considering writing a screen 
saver that temporarily prevents the 
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[Ctrl][Alt][Del] keys being pressed, 
since Claude could undoubtedly manage 
that span quite easily. The question that 
worries me is, am I cautious or just a 
little paranoid? 


FULL SPEED REVERSE 

Douglas Reynolds of Tramore, Ireland, 
writes to scold the SuperDisk editor for a 
bit of wasteful programming. He claims 
to have ‘reverse-engineered’ 
PLWAIT.COM, the program that puts up 
a flashing ‘Please wait’ box on the 
screen. Douglas actually manages to 
knock 30 bytes off its length without 
changing its function — even though it is 
below 1,024 bytes, which is the 
minimum amount of disk space a 
program can occupy. 

I applaud his efforts — hacking in the 
legal sense is an excellent way of 
learning the craft of programming. 
However, the problem is that 
PLWAIT.COM was not written by a 
human — it was spawned by a program 
using a model. 

If a more complex display program 
had been required, the inefficiencies he 
has discovered would have shown up as 
necessary code. The author — 
Clockwork’s SupaSnap — does not 
bother to iron out all the tiny 
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inefficiencies that may arise under 
simple circumstances — such nitpicking 
is left for humans to get on with. 

Incidentally, I have recoded 
PLWAIT.COM in recent months, but 
Douglas and others may want to try | 
again. However, this time the author will 
have little defence against accusations of 
inefficient coding. 

Would-be hackers may well be 
interested to note that Steve Patient 
commonly includes DEBUG scripts in 
the Help Screen section of the magazine, 
giving readers the opportunity to take a 
look at fragments of machine code 
almost painlessly. I highly recommend 
you sit down and carefully analyse just 
what these fragments do and why they 
do it. The more ambitious among you 
may even wish to load a small COM 
program with DEBUG and learn how 
they tick. 


GETTING SPECIFIC 

I am most grateful to Alan Coxhead 
(Kinross) for his long and rather helpful 
letter, correcting and refining several 
points from issues 56 and 57. In 
GW-Basic, he points out, the /M option 
for reserving space should be expanded 
in case you shell out from your program. 
With one parameter, memory is 
protected from being overwritten by 
BASIC — but not from tampering by 
MS-DOS itself. 

It is possible to acquire full 
protection by the use of a second 
parameter expressed in paragraphs (one 
paragraph is 16 bytes) — a fact which is 
not made clear in all GW-Basic manuals, 
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Alan points out. So, with 62,048 bytes, 
you can protect the 2,048 bytes above 
60,000 from the unwanted ravages of 
both BASIC and MS-DOS in case of a 
shell out, by specifying: 


/M:60000, 4006 


Note that 4006 actually represents 
62,048 bytes; the first 60,000 is used by 
BASIC, and so your remaining 2,048 
bytes starting at 60,000 are now 
completely sacred. 

Alan also notes that I partially fell 
victim to the old positive-and-negative 
trap when I dealt with rounding numbers 
in issue 57. Partially Alan? Well, he 
reports that since in other languages the 
instruction INT() is not an exact 
counterpart to the GW-Basic instruction 
INT(Q), negative numbers would not be 
treated fairly. I confess to 
oversimplification, and would like to 
issue a word of warning — beware of 
negative quantities. 

Unless your greatest positive 
quantities are extremely close to the 
physical limits, you can discard 
problems with negative calculations 
quite simply by adding a large number to 
every quantity before rounding it, and 
then subtracting it afterwards. Note that 
the large number should be a value that 
will turn any normal negative number, 
however small it may happen to be, into 
a positive number. 

I’m sure we will come back to this 
one. Alan has sent me a routine to 


perform any rounding, but unfortunately _ 


I cannot publish it because he has 


reserved his copyright. That's not the 
only problem though — I must confess 
that I think you may have to explain it to 
me, Alan. 


INSTRUCTION OF THE MONTH 
Almost every computer language has 
one or more distinctive and interesting 
instructions or features. Please write in 
and tell me about your favourite (or 
least-favourite), describing its function. 

I'll start the screen scrolling with this 
SHUTDOWN() function from Clarion. 
It lets you specify the name of a routine 
that will be performed when the program 
is ended in the normal way, or ' 
interrupted by [Ctrl][Break], a run-time 
halt, or from the interactive debugger. 
This gives you an |1th-hour chance to 
log off, tidy up files, or back out of an 
uncompleted process. 


TRIVIAL PURSUIT 

A small challenge this month — a Trivial 
Pursuit type of question in the . 
‘Programming’ category. There are prize 
subscriptions on offer for three 
randomly-chosen winners. 

One programmer left his initials in 
two distinct places during the 
development of MS-DOS; what are the 
initials, and where can you find them? @ 


\ 


Please send queries, suggestions, 
comments and solutions to: 


Wilf’s Programmers’ Workshop 
PC PLUS 

Beauford Court 

30 Monmouth Street 

BATH BA1 2BW 


